ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Since time immemorial, conservation of natural resources has been an integral part of several indigenous communities. Nature worship has been a key force in determining human attitudes towards conservation and sustainable utilization of biodiversity 34 . Various indigenous communities all over the world lived in harmony with nature and thus conserved biodiversity. Furthermore, habitat alteration, over-exploitation, pollution and introduction of exotic species also threatened the global biological resources. This has led to the fast depletion of biodiversity in different ecosystems and adversely affected the ecological balance and socioeconomic status of the people. These directly or indirectly contribute to the welfare and stability of the environment and society.
Many traditional conservation practices of indigenous people in many parts of the world such as protection of small forest patches by dedicating them to the local deity, also contributed to the conservation and protection of biodiversity 39, 15, 22, 35 . Such forest patches called Sacred Groves are tracts of virgin forest harboring rich biodiversity, protected by the local people based on their indigenous cultural and religious beliefs and taboos. Sacred Groves are patches of natural vegetation surviving in the man-modified landscapes. They owe their preservation to their perceived importance to some form of divinity. 26 define "Sacred Groves" as segments of landscape containing trees and other forms of life and geographical features, that are delimited and protected by human societies believing that preserving such a patch of vegetation in a relatively undisturbed state is necessary for expressing one"s relation to the divine or to nature. So these remain as isolated patches of forests in the midst of agricultural landscapes 14, 15, 5, 36, 54, 38, 57, 60, 3, 40 .
_________________________________________
They are the repositories of rare and endemic species and can be regarded as the remnants of the primary forest left untouched by the local inhabitants due to the belief that deities reside in these forests.
Various communities in India follow nature-worship based on the premise that all creations of nature have to be protected. As a result, sacred groves still possess a great heritage of diverse gene pool of many forest species having socio-religious attachment and possessing medicinal values. There exist some fascinating examples of forest patches harboring native vegetation
14
. Various traditional approaches to conservation of nature require a belief system, which includes a number of prescriptions and proscriptions for restrained resource use 16 . The historical links of sacred groves have been traced 15 , the pre-agricultural, hunting and gathering stage of societies, when human society was in its primitive state. Sacred groves are found in Africa, Asia, Europe, Australia and America 16 . Their existence has also been reported in Ghana, Syria, Nigeria, Turkey and Japan.
In India, Sacred Groves exist in 19 out of 28 states, and it was estimated that there are between 1,00,000-1,50,000 throughout the country 41 . In Tamil Nadu, two important traditions namely Kovilkadu meaning sacred grove and Sthalavriksha, which are sacred tree, protected all over the state. Totally 503 groves have been reported from 32 districts of the state 1 . C.P.R. Environmental Education Centre took up a survey of Sacred Groves in Tamil Nadu in April 1997 reported nearly 27 sacred groves have been reported from Pudukottai district which covers an area of about 11.41 hectares in total. Eastern Ghats which lack any forest cover have a large number of sacred groves than the forested districts on the western side and more than 250 Sthalavrikshas belongs to more than 70 species, of which most of them are trees while few are herbs have been documented. While it is difficult to determine the origins of the tradition of conserving sacred groves without historical evidence, it is thought that this dates back to pre-agrarian societies
39
. With the advent of agriculture, people may have set aside patches of natural habitats that were considered sacred, while surrounding forests were cleared for cultivation 16 . The subsequent increase in population may have compelled people to use these sites for day-to-day purposes, such as fuel and food collection. It would appear that the origin of the groves was not necessarily for utilitarian purposes, but utility may have emerged as a result of their presence in the landscape. This may have led, in turn, to the strengthening of a "social fence" in order to prevent unreasonable exploitation of the resources within these forest patches. This social fence now provides protection for a variety of species and habitats, as described in the examples below. In the dry regions of central India, some perennial hill streams and riparian gallery forests receive protection as a result of religionbased traditions.
In a village in the Koraput district (Orissa state), for example, there is a shrine hidden under stones within some bushes that grow among tall trees. While the surrounding land is barren, the trees in the vicinity of the shrine have remained untouched and protected because the shrine is considered sacred by the local community 62 . Protection of trees for religious reasons is common in southern India. Near the town of Madurai (Tamil Nadu), groups of tall trees at four separate sites are considered sacred. These tree groves provide roosting sites for colonies of the Indian flying fox (Pteropus giganteus). It is believed that this bat, which elsewhere is hunted for its body fat (for use in alternative medicines), receives protection because the trees are worshipped by the local people
32
. The sprinkling of saffron water around a piece of land is a common practice in Udaipur district (Rajasthan) in northwestern India
18
. The attempts of the local forest department to conserve an area of forest at a site near Udaipur were largely unsuccessful because of persistent transgressions by local people. Frustrated, the forest officers decided to sprinkle saffron water around the site, in accordance with the local tradition. This was greeted with enthusiasm, and subsequently the local people began to respect the boundaries of the conservation area 18 . Such social taboos exist in most cultures, so that informal practices rather than laws determine human behavior 10 . There are a number of examples where part or all of a terrestrial or aquatic landscape may never be subjected to resource use 10 .
These restrictions may not be specifically designed for nature conservation; instead, the motivation is based on traditions, practices, and beliefs passed down through generations
4
. The rationale for sacred grove conservation is therefore very different from the rationale for setting aside formal protected areas. Furthermore, enforcement and sanctioning mechanisms are also different. Formal protection depends on legal frameworks and a large number of officers to enforce the laws, while informal nature conservation is mostly enforced by community members. The former system can be expensive, while the latter is carried out voluntarily and costs little or nothing 47 . The international conservation community has largely failed to recognize this approach. The Integrated Conservation and Development Projects (ICDPs), a form of international aid specifically for conserving natural resources as well as improving quality of life in developing countries, are often criticized for their failures and for their attempts to achieve two very contrasting objectives 7,37, 48, 61 . However, argue that authoritarian protection practices overlook certain key aspects of social processes that could make conservation work more efficiently 8 .
The key aspects of non-authoritarian, social regulation of natural resources are acceptance among members of the community, as well as fair enforcement of the agreed rules, strong organizational and institutional arrangements, and constructive dialogue. We agree with
8
, and would further argue that informal conservation traditions also have a high degree of acceptance among local communities. If the merits of such traditions are recognized and legitimized within ICDPs, there is a strong possibility that ICDPs will work much better than they do at present.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Area
The study area Muniandavar sacred grove is located at Vadukakudi (Fig -1 
METHODS
Regular field visits were made during the year 2011-2012 to explore the floristic composition and the conservation status of the Muniandavar sacred grove of Thiruvaiyaru Taluk from Thanjavur district, Tamilnadu, India. The ethnobotanical survey was carried out among local people in the study area of the Vaduvakudi village. The field visit was conducted several times. Ethnobotanical information was collected according to the questionnaire, interviews and discussion among villagers in their local language. Our questionnaire allowed descriptive response on the plant prescribed, such as part of the plant used in medicinal purpose and collected detailed information. The data was collected from 45 informants between the age of 45 -65 both men and women. Some of them were accompanied us to the sacred grove where showed us plants that are used as medicines Table- 1. Angiosperm plant specimens available in the study areas were collected for authenticity and the herbarium specimens were prepared by following the methodology 28 . Photographs were also taken. The herbarium specimens were identified with the help of Flora of the Presidency of Madras 17 , The Flora of British India 25 and the Flora of Tamil Nadu 44 . The Flora of Tamil Nadu 23, 24, 46 has been referred for the correct binomial names for the specimens collected. The religious beliefs, spirituality and the participation of locals on conservation on these sacred groves were also documented. 
RESULTS
Floristic Analysis
In the present study, the flora of Muniandavar Sacred Grove comprises of about totally 180 Angiosperms plant species belonged to 75 families and 158 genera were recorded (Table 1) . Among habit wise distribution, herbs were the dominant form represented by 33 % with 60 species followed by trees (31 % with 55 species), shrubs (22 % with 40 species), climbing herbs (9 % with 17 species) and climbing shrubs (4 % with 8 species) ( Table-1 ). Among the top 07 family wise distribution, Euphorbiaceae was the dominant family represented by 22 % with 15 species followed by Acanthaceae (17 % with 11 species), Fabaceae (13 % with 9 species), Mimosaceae (12 % with 8 species each), Rubiaceae and Caesalpiniaceae (11 % with 7 species each) Lamiaceae and Rutaceae (07 % with 5 species) ( Table 2 & Table 3 ). Among top 16 generic wise distribution, the genus such as Euphorbia, Justicia, Cassia, was the dominant genus represented by 10 % with 4 species followed by Barleria, Ruellia, Carrisa, Capparis, Commelina, Jatropha, Indigofera, Hibiscus, Acacia, Albizia, Atalantia, Cissus (5 % with 2 species each) respectively. 
DISCUSSION
Floristic study of vegetation is important to determine the distribution of food plants for wildlife 13 and prerequisite for much fundamental research in tropical community 29 . Thus, floristic diversity assessment is significant at local and regional levels to understand the present status and to make effective management strategies for conservation 29 .
Moreover, the presence of various dry evergreen plant species such as Albizia amara, Atalantia monophylla, Lepizanthes tetraphylla, Madhuca longifolia, Memecylon umbellatum, Morinda pubescens, Pterospermum canescens revealed that the vegetation of the selected sacred groves is a tropical dry evergreen forest type. Similar observations are observed from several sacred groves of adjacent district of Pudukottai 33 64, 65 and Sivagangai district of Tamil Nadu state 19, 20 . This is due to the presence of typical, characteristic and preferential evergreen tree species 45 . The presence of big lianas such as Combretum ovalifolium, Mimosa intsia, revealed the undisturbed status of the grove. Key stone species such as Borassus flabellifer, Ficus benghalensis, Memecylon umbellatum found in the grove harbors a number of birds and other survival of many other species 33 . Keystone species play a crucial role in biodiversity conservation through key functions that they perform in an ecosystem often they are also socially or culturally valued 49 , used not only for managing pristine ecosystems 51 but also for building up biodiversity in both natural and human-managed ecosystems through appropriately conceived rehabilitation strategies that will ensure people"s participation 50 . In this grove, the sacred pond was also seen which harbors a variety of fishes and other zooplanktons. The threatened plants recorded from the study area include Aegle marmelos, Gloriosa superba, Madhuca longifolia respectively similar to previous report from Pudukottai district 33 .
Ecological significance
Conservation of Biodiversity
The sacred groves are important repositories of floral and faunal diversity that have been conserved by local communities in a sustainable manner. They are often the last refuge of endemic species in the geographical region.
Recharge of aquifers
The groves are often associated with ponds, streams or springs, which help meet the water requirements of the local people. The vegetative cover also helps in the recharging the aquifers.
Soil conservation
The vegetation cover of the sacred groves improves the soil stability of the area and also prevents soil erosion. 
Vegetation
Threatened Medicinal Plants
The threatened medicinal plants recorded from Muniandavar Sacred Groves include Aegle marmelos, Strychnos potatorum, Gloriosa superba, Madhuca longifolia and Piper longum.
Religious Spirituality
The god Muniandavar was worshipped as deity. It was believed that the god Muniandavar is a Kaavalkaaran means Watchman who is watching the people of this territorial region from any evil spirits. Festival during the month of November (Karthigai month in Tamil) is very important festival in this temple. And also, there was a special pooja on Monthly one time. Local people believe that a string tied below the Trishul has the power to do well or to cause harm to an adversary. The sacred is situated under an ironwood tree (Memecylon umbellatum), on which numerous cradles are tied with cloth. This practice is followed in order to be blessed with a child. The thickets of this sacred grove with Muniandavar idol make the people to think good always and the people did not even lie, because telling lie in front of the idol would be punished.
Anthropogenic Pressure
In the study area, the anthropogenic pressures such as collection of firewood, cutting of tree, collections of medicinal plants are not common. Because the people believed that the deity Muniandavar is the owner of this forest and the god may punish immediately those who create any disturbances. The major serious threat to Muniandavar Sacred Groves was environmental pollution by throwing of plastic materials.
